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REPORT 


On  the  Debtors^  Apartment  of  the  Arch  street  Prison. 

From  an  abstract  of  cases  of  imprisonment  on  execution  for 
debts  under  one  dollar,  taken  from  the  prison  records  of  the  deb¬ 
tor’s  apartment,  in  the  city  and  county  of  Philadelphia,  between 
the  1st  of  May,  and  the  24th  of  September,  1830,  it  appears  that 
the  total  amount  of  debts,  in  40  such  cases,  was  §23  401,  upon 
which  the  costs  were  §70  20 — making  a  total  of  debts  and  costs 
§93  60i.  Among  them  were  debts  of  2,  19,  25,  and  37  cents  I 
Such  persons  are  generally  brought  to  prison  in  a  state  of  great 
destitution  and  misery — in  rags  and  wretchedness— upon  what 
are  styled  “  spite  actions.” 

The  colonial  law,  (which  has  continued  obligatory  since'our 
revolution,)  allows  magistrates  cognizance,  without  appeal ,  of 
sums  below  40  shillings,  or  §5  33^.  From  the  1st  of  Decem¬ 
ber,  1829,  until  the  1st  of  December,  1S30,  the  imprisonments 
for  debts,  under  §5  33-i,  in  the  jail  of  the  city  and  county  of 
Philadelphia,  being  without  stay  of  execution,  were  as  follows: 
Number  of  cases  432 ;  total  number  of  days  in  confinement  3322; 
total  amount  of  debts  §1488  13;  costs  jmposed  on  the  above 
cases  §834  52.  Of  these,  364  cases  were  discharged  by  various 
processes,  without  satisfying  the  creditors  !  It  appears  then  that 
the  payment  of  the  sums  due  is  defeated  by  the  rigorous  en¬ 
forcement  of  the  ultimate  process  for  recovery.  Of  the  432 
cases,  but  68  ever  paid  the  creditors  a  cent,  and  the  total  amount 
altogether  paid  was  the  small  sum  of  §160  68 — after  the  pri¬ 
soners  who  paid  had  suffered  214  days  confinement  in  idleness. 

It  is  calculated  that  the  labor  lost  during  the  imprisonment  of 
these  individuals,  would  have  settled  the  whole  amount  of  the 
debts  which  were  paid,  and  that  there  is  an  absolute  loss  to  the 
community,  even  when  the  money  is  eventually  produced. 
Thirteen  of  the  cases  paid  appear  to  have  been  for  militia  fines, 
the  whole  amount  for  which  was  §26,  enforced  by  the  power 
delegated  to  the  collectors. 

The  prisoners  confined  in  the  debtors’  apartment  of  the  Arch 
street  Jail,  are  variously  affected  by  the  provisions  of  the  laws, 
and  are  very  differently  circumstanced,  according  to  the  sums 
for  which  they  are  indebted — their  education,  character,  condi¬ 
tion  of  life,  and  means.  Some  are  seen  there  who  have  spent 
their  lives  in  extravagance  and  riot — others  who  have  been  un¬ 
fortunate  in  trade,  either  from  neglect  or  from  unavoidable 
influences  attendant  upon  commercial  changes,  without 
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design  of  fradd.  Many  there  are  whom  misery,  ignorance 
and  misfortunes  expose  to  severe  temptations,  and  who 
are  often  urged  by  instinctive  sensations,  perverted  by  disease, 
to  overcome  the  recollection  of  their  distresses  or  their  crimes, 
in  intoxication.  Sometimes  an  honest  and  sober,  though  poor 
man,  is  exposed  to  the  action  of  laws  which  needlessly  injure, 
when  they  should  protect  him. 

When  we  reflect  that  the  families  of  the  debtors  destitute  of 
support,  which  is  ordinarily  obtained  from  the  daily  exertions  of 
the  necessitous,  often  become  paupers,  and  draw  largely  on  the 
county  funds  for  out  of  door  support,  or  as  inmates  of  the  Alms 
Houses,  we  feel  strongly  urged  to  offer  a  sketch  of  the  miseries 
which  attend  the  operation  of  the  present  laws,  in  a  populous 
district  like  the  city  and  county  of  Philadelphia. 

In  doing  so,  your  committee  do  but  repeat  the  sentiments 
and  expressions  of  gentlemen,  who,  with  untiring  industry, 
have  scrutinized  the  practical  action  of  the  present  system, 
which  operates  most  severely  on  the  poorest  of  the  poor,  and 
often  also  on  the  honest  and  industrious,  who  are  frequently 
prevented  from  effecting  their  liberation,  on  account  of  the  heavy- 
accumulated  costs  to  some  of  the  officiating  magistrates.  As  the 
laws  are  now  arranged,  honesty  of  intention,  and  purpose, 
has  no  preference  over  roguery  :  It  would  sd.em  that  the 
greater  the  fraud  the  better  is  it  provided  for.  A  man  who  is  a 
rogue  in  transactions  of  thousands  of  dollars,  may  obtain  bail, 
appeal,  or  escape.  He  whose  misery  induces  him  to  contract  a 
debt  of  a  few  cents,  has  no  appeal  or  stay  of  execution — is  often 
dragged  from  his  work  without  time  or  opportunity  to  advise 
his  family  of  his  confinement — he  is  prevented  from  obtaining 
the  means  of  discharging  his  debt  by  his  labour — is  initiated  in 
various  tricks  to  defraud  in  future — and  leaves  the  prison  in  a 
state  of  greater  destitution,  and  with  his  moral  feeling  more  de¬ 
praved  than  when  he  entered  it.  In  the  language  of  an  intelli¬ 
gent  prisoner,  the  jail,  as  now  organized,  is  “  a  direct  manufacto¬ 
ry  for  rogues;'*  and  the  evils  brought  upon  the  community  at 
large,  in  consequence  of  imprisonment  for  small  debts,  are,  in 
many  instances,  greater  than  would  be  experienced,  did  no  such 
laws  exist  among  us.  Criminal  frauds  should  no  doubt  be  pun¬ 
ished  when  proven,  but  not  a  simple  debt,  necessarily  incurred 
by  consent  of  parties. 

Another  great  evil  attending  the  present  laws,  is  the  encour¬ 
agement  they  afford  to  charges  and  extortions  of  various  kinds, 
which  not  only  often  involve  the  industrious  debtor  in  greater 
distress,  but  are  paid  out  of  property  which  ought  to  go  to  the 
creditor.  This  assists  to  break  down  any  scruples,  when  an  in¬ 
tention  to  pay  may  exist. 

From  the  records  of  the  Insolvent  court  of  the  city  and  county 
of  Philadelphia,  the  number  of  applications  for  the  benefit  of 
the  insolvent  laws,  appear  to  have  been  — 
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December  term, 

1631, 

- 

\9\ 

March 

1832, 

- 

218 

June 

a 

- 

25-0 

September 

- 

345 

Making  a  total  of 

- 

1034 

The  expenses  of  an  insolvent  debtor  may  fairly  be  stated  thus: 

Charge  of  the  agent  for  preparing  papers,  &c.  ♦  85  00 

(The  attorneys  do  very  little  of  this  business  of  late  years) 
Advertising  in  2  papers,  6  times  each,  2  00 

Prothonotary’s  fees,  filing  and  certificate  of  discharge,  1  75 

Each  case  costs  at  least  88  75 


It  is  usual  in  most  instances  to  give  bond  for  the  benefit  of 
the  act — sometimes  an  individual  files  10  or  12  bonds— one 
being  requisite  in  each  suit  against  him.  The  charge  at  the 
office,  or  by  the  agent,  is  2  dollars  for  the  bond,  and  50  cents 
to  the  protho notary  for  filing.  Security  is  often  bought  at  very 
high  prices,  say  $5,  in  a  small  debt  case,  and  10  per  cent,  on 
larger  suits.  In  one  ease  we  are  told  100  dollars  were  paid  for 
bail  on  a  debt  of  81000.  The  legislature  must  judge  whether 
such  proceedings  are  likely  to  advantage  creditor,  debtor,  or 
the  community. 

The  following  statement,  presented  in  a  memorial  to  the  Legis¬ 
lature  of  Pennsylvania  in  1830,  exhibits  the  number  of  persons 
imprisoned  in  the  debtors’  apartment  in  the  city  and  county  of 
Philadelphia,  with  the  amount  of  debt,  and  how  they  were 
discharged,  from  Nov.  1,1827,  to  Nov.  1,  1830,  inclusive  : 


Summary  of  the  causes  of 
discharge. 

Cases  un¬ 
der  $5. 

o 

f— < 

6C 

o 

SO 

o 

CO 

60 

:  O 
'T 

eo 

o 

io 

so 

1  gioo 

o 

o 

lo 

SO 

© 

o 

© 

so 

73 

-*-» 

o 

r 

■H 

By  the  bread  act,  the  ere 

ditor  failing  in  weekly 

payment 

;  154 

104 

65 

21 

14 

li 

15 

9 

2 

395 

By  the  30  day  act  for  the 

relief  of  poor  debtors 

under  830 

84 

37 

16 

137 

Cases  bonded  for  the  be 

nefit  of  the  insolvent 

laws 

402 

255 

202 

80 

47 

51 

53 

22 

3 

1113 

Discharged  by  the  com- 

mitting  magistrates 

261j 

266 

141 

77 

43 

39 

82 

71 

58 

1038 

Discharged  on  payment 

of  debt  and  costs 

181 

63 

32 

15 

10 

8 

t 

2 

318 

1082 

723 

456 

19S 

114 

109 

137 

102 

65 

3001 

G 


P4.5  of  these  coses  of  imprisonment  for  dehts  under  ten  dollars, 
are  known  to  be  among;  the  poor,  and  of  these  only  143  were 
enabled  to  effect  their  liberation,  on  payment  of  debts  and  costs 
after  suffering;  the  pain,  punishment,  disgrace,  and  demoralizing 
effects  of  idleness  and  imprisonment. 

The  debtor  who  has  a  judgment  recovered  against  him,  for 
more  than  $5  S3,  has  the  right,  by  law,  to  a  stay  of  execution. 
An  act  of  the  Legislature  attempts  to  secure  to  his  family,  the 
articles  of  absolute  household  necessity,  by  exempting  them 
from  execution;  a  provision  which  is  often  defeated  by  the  right 
of  another  creditor  to  take  th e  person  of  the  father  of  a  family, 
at  once  in  execution,  for  a  sum  of  less  amount  than  $5  33,  upon 
obtaining  judgment.  A  forced  sale  of  the  articles  intended  to 
be  protected  from  execution  then  takes  place  by  his  family,  in 
order  to  relieve  the  person  of  the  poor  cfebtor,  and  thus  there 
still  remains  the  power  directly  to  produce  a  sale  of  those  arti¬ 
cles  of  essential  household  convenience,  which  it  was  the  design 
of  the  Legislature  to  defend,  upon  motives  humane  and  proper. 

In  such  cases  the  pawn  brokers  are  applied  to,  to  advance  mo¬ 
ney  upon  clothes,  beds,  furniture,  tools  and  kitchen  utensils,  in 
order  to  enable  a  poor  man  to  pay  the  costs  of  a  trifling*  suit 
before  a  magistrate,  and  avoid  the  jail.  Hence,  the  great  varie¬ 
ty  of  articles  which  are  periodically  advertised  for  sale  at  such 
establishments,  too  often  wrenched  from  the  distress  of  fami¬ 
lies,  to  supply  the  means  of  existence,  which  the  present 
laws  afford,  to  a  magistracy  oppressively  numerous,  and  in  some 
instances  too  eager  to  gain  advantage  of  the  existance  of  a  fee 
bill,  to  permit  any  transaction  to  escape,  that  may  entitle  them 
to  a  charge.  However  correct  the  conduct  of  some  of  the  ma¬ 
gistrates,  no  doubt  is,  your  committee  must  observe,  that  in  a 
population  approaching  200,000  persons,  contained  in  the  city 
and  county  of  Philadelphia,  official  abuses  are  severely  felt. 
Since  the  present  sheriff’ has  had  charge,  there  have  been  re¬ 
ceived  about  100  persons,  per  month,  into  the  debtors  apart¬ 
ments.  The  committee  had  not  access  to  the  records  ofthe  late 
sheriff,  as  the  books  are  claimed  as  the  private  property  of  each 
successive  officer. 

The  constitution  of  the  state  of  Pennsylvania,  in  the  1 1  th  sec¬ 
tion  of  the  IX  article  of  the  Declaration  of  Rights,  asserts,  that 
“right  and  justice  shall  be  administered  without  sole ,  denial  or 
delay V  And  by  an  act  of  the  28th  January,  1797,  the  first  upon 
record  among  our  state  laws  after  the  revolution,  it  is 
declared  “  absolutely  necessary  for  the  well  governing  every 
state,  that  laws  properly  adapted  to  the  circumstances  of  the  inhab¬ 
itants ,  be  at  all  times  in  force.”  Such  expressions  sufficiently 
exhibit  the  intention  of  the  framers  of  our  institutions,  and  it 
has  been  asked  by  some,  whether  the  fee  bill  which  regulates 
the  cost  of  the  administration  of  the  laws  by  the  magistrates, 
does  not  practically  invalidate  the  provisions  of  the  constitution? 
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i  he  ke  bill  may  be  termed  a  grievous  tax  upon  the  people. 
1  he  laws,  by  its  demands ,  are  put  np>r  sale,  their  administra¬ 
tion  in  many  instances  has  become  a  direct  trade-delays  of  jus¬ 
tice  are  proverbial,  and  often  amount  to  an  absolute  denial  of 
the  rights  ot  the  citizen — bearing  most  oppressively  upon  the 
industrious  and  the  needy,  to  the  eventual  in  jury  of  all  others  in 
societ)  .  A  greatei  simplification  of  the  laws — a  Jess  numerous 
and  more  responsible  magistracy— and  an  administration  of  jus¬ 
tice  less  burthensome  upon  the  people,  is  demanded  by  our  con- 
stitution  of  government  and  the  general  voice  of  our  citizens. 

1  he  debtors  are  confined  in  one  wing  of  the  Arch  street 
prison.  1  here  are  5  rooms  allotted  to  them,  each  about  20  feet 
square  S,  10  or  12  prisoners  are  generally  lodged  in  a  room^ 
die  colored  are  separated  from  the  whites.  The  laws  of  Penn- 

deht^n  l0Vh?  arreSt  °r  i1mPrisonment  of  females  for 

debt ,  an  act  to  that  effect  was  passed  the  8th  of  February,  1819 

rt  fi  n0  deaths  by  choIel'a  in  tlle  debtor’s  apartments- 
1  dlsease  b,?c,a.me  so  fa!al  among  the  untried  prisoners 
the  debtors  were  all  discharged  except  one  white  man  and  two’ 

weahh  b°yS’  Wh°  W9re  retained  as  "'‘‘nesses  for  the  common- 

1  here  was  no  alteration  m  the  usual  provision  for  the  mainte¬ 
nance  of  poor  debtors,  until  the  cholera  broke  out  in  the  Tail 
when  soup  was  sent  from  the  criminal  side,  and  was  continued 
to  the  new  comers  until  the  month  of  September,  by  order  of  the 
inspectors.  The  debtors  are  described  as  generally  possessing 
etter  constitutions  than  those  in  the  criminal  apartments  But 
poor  debtors,  who  enter  with  intemperate  habits,  are  often 
affected  by  the  convulsions  attendant  upon  this  state  which 
are  sometimes  relieved  by  the  administration  of  ardent  spir  ts 
to  which  they  have  been  long  accustomed,  and  which  were  given 
as  the  only  means  to  preserve  life  to  which  the  keepef  had 
access.  Until  lately  there  was  no  arrangement  for  an  hospital 
in  the  debtors  apartment— there  are  no  attendants  foThe 
sick  no  medmnies  in  the  keeper’s  hands  for  immediate  relief 
-no  additional  nourishment  when  the  patient  becomes  conva¬ 
lescent-no  bedding  nor  supplies  o!  clothing,  or  for  washinll 

thefaTf  °r  deanlme3S’  bey°nd  the  scanty  provision  ”of 

The  poorest  debtors  receive  one  five  cent  loaf  of  bread,  daily 
h  orn  the  county,  and  have  each  the  use  of  two  blankets,  some 
of  which  are  not  of  sufficient  length.  It  is  the  design  that  The 
loafoi  biead  should  weigh  lj  pounds— but  it  is  often  deficient 
in  weight :  they  do  not  bake  in  the  debtors’  apartment,  but  buy 
o  cent  loaves  of  wheat  bread  from  the  bakers.  As  (lour  rises 
in  Pl  lce?  the  of  bread  diminishes  in  weight.  The  keener 
WS  \e<l  t  f6  ^lea^  °ri  t?e,28th  oi' December,  and  found  1|  Jbb. 
;  1  ae  asserted  that  it  was  sometimes  even  lighter— 

not  more  than  1  pound  in  weight.  g 
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The  poorer  debtors  have  nothing,  by  law ,  but  bread,  water, 
and  the  blankets — a  room  and  tire.  Those  in  good  circumstan¬ 
ces,  or  who  have  friends,  are  supplied  with  the  necessaries  of 
life;  with  beds  and  other  conveniences,  and  afford  some  assist¬ 
ance  to  the  others,  whom  they  employ  in  various  menial  offices. 
The  most  decent  generally  mess  together,  and  the  poorest  get 
the  remnants ;  these  last  sleep  upon  the  floors,  and  pick  up  what 
they  can  find  about  the  prison. 

The  debtors  prepare  various  articles  of  food  provided  by 
their  friends,  or  from  reserved  funds.  The  apartments  are  in 
consequence  in  a  dirty  condition.  The  prisoners  cook  and 
wash  lor  themselves,  or  for  one  another.  When  they  are  ex¬ 
tremely  wretched  and  filthy,  some  rule  to  assist  in  enforcing 
cleanliness,  personal  and  by  clothing,  may  be  proper,  should  the 
present  laws  for  imprisonment  be  continued.  If  there  were 
convenient  means  provided,  the  keeper  believes  they  would 
generally  be  used. 

The  keeper  of  the  debtors’  apartment  considers  his  prisoners 
better  fed,  on  the  whole,  than  the  untried  prisoners  and  crimi¬ 
nals  in  the  Arch  Street  Jail ;  but  they  were  not,  by  any  means, 
so  much  crowded  upon  the  accession  of  the  cholera. 

In  a  law  of  4th  April,  1792,  it  is  stated,  “  whereas  many  per¬ 
sons  confined  for  debt  in  the  prison  called  the  debtors’  apart¬ 
ment,  in  the  city  of  Philadelphia,  are  so  poor  as  to  be  unable  to 
procure  food  for  their  sustenance,  or  fuel,  or  covering,  in  the 
winter  season,  and  it  is  inconsistent  with  humanity  to  suffer 
them  to  want  the  common  necessaries  of  life.”  It  was  then  en¬ 
acted  that  the  inspectors  should  attend,  examine  and  inspect 
the  prison  at  least  once  a  week — to  provide  fuel  and  blankets 
at  the  expense  of  the  county,  for  such  of  the  prisoners  as  were 
incapable  of  obtaining  them,%  reason  of  poverty,  and  to  make 
an  allowance  of  7  cents  per  day,  for  food,  to  each  of  such  poor 
debtors,  to  be  paid  weekly  by  the  creditors ;  upon  whose  refu¬ 
sal  to  pay,  after  10  days  notice  of  said  allowance,  the  poor  debt¬ 
or  shall  be  discharged.  We  may  now  doubt  whether  it  is 
“consistent  with  humanity”  to  imprison  such  a  description  of 
persons  at  all  for  debt. 

By  the  law  of  26th  March,  1814,  commonly  entitled  “  the 
Bread  Act,”  every  person  confined  for  any  debt  or  debts,  none 
of  which  exceed  the  sum  of  15  dollars,  exclusive  of  costs,  who 
shall  have  remained  so  confined  for  the  space  of  SO  days, 
shall  be  discharged,  and  not  liable  to  be  again  imprisoned  for 
the  same.  The  court  of  Common  Pleas  is  authorized  to  fix  a 
daily  allowance,  not  exceeding  20  cents ,  for  all  such  poor  insol¬ 
vent  debtors  as  are  confined,  without  property  sufficient  to  sup¬ 
port  them.  The  creditor  is  required,  (upon  notice  given  by  the 
keeper  of  the  debtors’  apartment,)  to  pay  the  said  allowance  at 
the  prison  every  Monday  morning,  while  the  debtor  continues 
Si)  jail.  On  failure  whereof,  for  the  space  of  3  days,  the  debtor 
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applies  to  the  judge  of  , th§  court  of  Common  Pleas,  and  upon 
P™°  .  thuat  is  destitute,  the  law  declares^ 

ed  fnr^hr^  Vm^3^'^  and  shal1  not  be  aSain  imprison- 
M  for  the  same  debt  or  debts. 

In,  order  .that  the  imprisoned  debtor  may  send  his  petition 

or  ne^dV16  “T'P*?*  that  the  Cre‘,lto'-  baa  ^dined 
fDr X bread  money,  an  officer  is  necessary; 

/cr*  ami  an  t  n0t  th.1S  dut3f  PPon  any  one  in  particu- 

tnrfnr  h  D^en8e  °i  S,’50=  18  chanSed  agamst  the  poor  deb- 

This  ^nth«fnfu  fi*  mfnt  of  th,ls,Process’  before  can  be  liberated. 

intent  of  th^ acT^0068'  d®  “yS  the  discharSe  contrary  to  the 

The  cost  of  this  process  should  not  be  placed  against  the 
prisoner,  who  is  avowedly  to  be  discharged  became  he  has 
not  tne  means  to  pay  the  debt  for  which  he  is  confined  There 

*ls?ld  the  Presefit  remain  S 

lorce,  in  making  the  law  obligatory  upon  the  sheriff  or  keeper 

i  due  notice  to  the  judge;  and  when  the  creditor  Ne¬ 
glects  or  refuses  to  pay  the  Bread  money,  to  discharge  the  p-i- 

*£h»',h’  f-  inquiry  by  fhe  judge,  an°d  wXut 

^  °Lthe,  24th  Jul>T’  1S^’  «  enacted  that 

rfplnKJoku  [  tbe  debtor  s  apartment,  in  the  city  of  Phiia- 

l  Sha  haVe  and  receive  the  annual  sum  of  $700,  in 
quarterly  payments,  in  lieu  of  all  fees  from  the  countv  stock 

assistants  *' The*  h' and  lhoSe  of  his  assistant  or 
T‘*‘anH-.,  Jbe  sberiff  of  the  county  and  his  deputy  have 

sffin  of  -h®  debtor  s  apartment,  which  is  under  the  supervi¬ 
se cifv  ttf,phP-?CH°l\'Vh0  a,re,choscn  bythe  corporations  of 
tne  city  of  Philadelphia,  and  those  of  the  surrounding  incor 

porated  distnets.  There  are  6  from  the  city,  4  from^he  N 

"impr-leS’4  from  Southwark,  and  1  from  Penn  township.  The 

Walnit  street™  ^Ve  3  S?  a,utho,ity  over  the  convictSP in  the 
Street^f/  TtP  0n’  an<  the  untried  prisoners  in  the  Arch 

40«  noren  ■  he  ?.ew  count-v  Pnson  which  is  arranged  to  hold 
408  persons  in  solitary  confinement,  besides  30  in  the  infirma- 

TreTt  *  '•rhen  fi,nished>.take  the  Place  Of  the  Arch  and  Walnut 
a  tprm  Prisons>for.wntned  prisoners,  and  convictss  entenced  for 
a  term  not  exceeding  one  year.  Ail  condemned  for  a  longer  pe- 

ffir  deWbt  shaifhe4  t0  I*16  E?Stern  PenitentSary.  If  imprisonment 
r v  fnr  rl  Kf  b?  c°“tumed> a  new  establishment  will  be  necessa- 
Litl  ^  0rs  in  th®  COUnty  of  Philadelphia.  And  new  enact¬ 
ments  and  separate  inspection  may  be  considered  essential. 

Jn  ^bcstateofNew  Hampshire,  no  person  can  be  imprisoned 
for  a  debt  under  813  33.  Governor  Dinsmore,  at  the  last  ses- 
sion,  lepeated  his  predecessor's  recommendation  to  the  Legis- 
Jcture,  to  consider  the  subject  of  entire  exemption  for  all  sums. 
NMafaChuSettS’- 3  law  has  existed  for  someyears,  exempting 

AIarchS  iNc?  .lmPrison.m«nt  for  debt  of  sums  under  $ 5 f  In 
iaren,  1831,  its  operation  was  extended  to  all  debts  under  810- 

2 


10 


and  by  this  act,  700  persons,  it  is  thought,  were  saved  from  im¬ 
prisonment  in  one  year,  in  that  state,  bemales,  as  in  rennsy 

vania,  have  long  been  wholly  exempted. 

In  Connecticut,  females  are  not  liable  to  imprisonment.  Any  , 
poor  debtor  who  is  imprisoned,  may  take  the  oath  ot  insol¬ 
vency,  and  be  discharged  in  four  days.  ..  , 

In  New  York,  a  law  was  passed,  April,  1831,  to  abolish 
imprisonment  for  debt,  and  to  punish  fraudulent  debtors:  It 
went  into  operation  in  March,  1832,  and  in  a  few  months 
cleared  the  debtors  jails  of  their  inmates  ;  and  so  far,  we  under¬ 
stand,  it  meets  the  general  approbation  of  the  community  there. 

A  vast  deal  of  petty  litigation  is  thus  prevented,  manifestly  to 

thrnadKentufk^  fmprisonmcnt  for  debt  was  wholly  abolished 
upwards  of  9  years  ago;  and  abundant  testimony  can  be  ad¬ 
duced  to  shew  that  the  practical  operation  is  a  beneficial  one  ; 
credit’isin no wise impaired;  and  business  is  conducted  on  fair- 

er  and  more  honorable  terms.  _  ..  .  n- 

In  Europe,  this  long  neglected  subjecf  is  eliciting  public 

^In'Gre'at  Britain,  the  common  law  commissioners  have  the 
subject  under  consideration,  and  if  they  should  not  come  to  the 
determination  of  recommending  the  abolishment  o  arrest  for 
debt,  they  will  probably  propose  many  improvements  upon  the 

P 7  rf F ranee ) 'imp r  i  so  n  m  en  t  on  mesne  or  original  process  is  un- 
known  The  old  law,  allowing  imprisonment  on  execution  or 
/Snaf  process,  has  recently  been  modified  and  limited,  by  an  act 
of  the  Chamber  of  Deputies.  French  subjects  are  not  ’ lla,  ® 
to  imprisonment,  unless  they  become  involved  in  debts  ot  a 
commercial  nature,  and  then  only  in  cases  where 
indent  of  interest  and  costs,  amoun  s  to  200  irancs,  01  up 
wards.  '  Women,  minors,  and  persons  above  70  years  of  age,  are 
alvyays,  for  all  sums,  entirely  exempted  from  arresf  aud  lm- 

prjsonrrien  ^  imprisonment  for  debt  altogether,  °^f°r 

sums  of  certain  limited  amount,  greater  care  is  required  of 
those  who  voluntarily  permit  them  to  be  contracted;  transactions 
of  business  are  placed  upon  a  more  responsible  footing ,  and 

mThe°,!ommiUce  ha veP  mentioned  that  witnesses  are  confined 
in  the  debtors’  apartment.  This  is  by  an  act  of  2d  Apn1, 1821, 
which  directs  that  witnesses  on  the  part  of  the  commonwealth, 
who  are  unable  to  find  surety,  are  to  be  confined  in  the  debtors 
apartment,  to  be  detained,  except  in  capital  cases,  no  loiter  than 
the  sitting  of  the  court  at  which  the  indictment  may  be  found- 
Every  person  so  committed,  shall  be  treated  in  every  P  i 
during  his  or  her  confinement,  in  the  same  manner  as  is  y 
provided  in  the  case  of  insolvent  debtors :  and  1  15  i”, 

duty  of  the  inspectors  to  examine  into  the  condition  ot  the  sev  e: 


11 


ral  perspns  so  committed,  to  find  them  fuel,  bedding  and 
necessary  clothing,  and  to  pay  to  the  keeper,  lor  tfie  support, 
maintenance  and  use  of  such  witness,  the  sum  ot  two  dollars, 
weekly,  during  his  or  her  confinement.  These  witnesses  are 
sometimes  accessaries  to  crimes,  and  are  kept  on  the  criminal 
side,  and  have  the  same  provision  as  the  untried  prisoners* 
When  they  become  state’s  evidence,  by  confessing,  (to  which 
they  may  sometimes  be  urged  by  a  knowledge  of  the  superior 
provision  made  by  law  for  witnesses  of  the  commonwealth,) 
they  are  transferred  to  the  debtors’  apartment  and  have  the  al¬ 
lowance  of  two  dollars  per  week ;  for  it  would  be  hazardous 
to  leave  them  with  those  whom  they  have  compromised. 

Two  coloured  lads  about  12  years  of  age,  both  of  whom  had 
been  in  service  previous  to  their  imprisonment,  were  confined 
in  the  prison  as  witnesses,  from  the  month  of  June,  and  were 
still  there  on  the  26th  of  December,  when  the  committee  visit¬ 
ed  the  jail.  Their  condition  formed  a  strong  contrast  to  that 
of  others  about  them,  being  well  fed  Irom  the  keeper  s  table, 
cleanly  and  healthy,  but  unemployed .  One  of  these  boys  was 
confined  to  give  evidence  of  a  theft  of  15  dollars  5  the  other 

witnessed  the  setting  a  house  on  fire. 

In  the  same  room  with  them  was  a  poor  and  ignorant  black 
man,  who,  having  sued  his  employer  for  a  sum  of  5  dollars, 
which  he  believed  was  due  him,  judgment  was  rendered  against 
him.  His  employer  brought  a  balance  against  the  man  of  50 
cents,  the  costs  pf  action  amounted  to  2  dollars,  and  for  these 
sums  he  remained  in  prison,  receiving  a  loaf  cf  bread  a  day  from 
the  county  funds.  The  committee  do  not  pretend  in  any  case  to 
judge  between  the  parties,  but  the  description  ot  mothers  who 
have  left  their  children  in  the  street  at  the  time  of  arrest,  and 
have  been  months  in  this  prison  without  trial ,*  of  fathers,  who 
have  been  taken  from  their  employments,  and  placed  in  con¬ 
finement  without  the  ability  of  informing  their  families  of 
their  situation;  of  strangers  imprisoned  because  they  were  ig¬ 
norant  of  laws,  which  prohibited  acts  their  necessities  obliged 
them  to,  such  as  sleeping  in  the  market-places  ;  the  vvretched 
out-door  condition  which  prepares  such  persons  for  the  jails  ; 
the  slight  offences  punished  with  severity  5  the  diseases  and  ex¬ 
posure  endured  by  the  wretched  objects  confined  in  this  pri¬ 
son,  incite  us  strongly  to  press  upon  the  attention  of  the  Le¬ 
gislature  the  consideration,  how  far  the  present  laws  may  as¬ 
sist  to  influence  these  effects. 

From  the  examinations  which  have  been  made  by  the  com¬ 
mittee,  they  think  it  important  that  a  general  inspection  of  the 
condition  of  the  county  prisons,  and  a  general  systeni  01  regu¬ 
lations  for  their  government  should  be  arranged.  They  there¬ 
fore  offer  a  bill  for  the  appointment  of  commissioners  for  these 
purposes,  as  well  as  an  act  for  the  abolition  of  imprisonment 
for  debts  under  25,33. 
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